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Le Corbusier, Saint-Pierre Church, Firminy, France, 1960-2006. Realization, José Oubrerie. 
Photo © Hélène Binet. 
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Esprit Futur 
Simone Brott  
 
What is the secret mesmerism that death possesses and under the operation of which a modern 
architect – strident, confident, resolute – becomes rueful, pessimistic, or melancholic?1 Five 
years before Le Corbusier’s death at sea in 1965, the architect reluctantly agreed to adopt the 
project for L’Église Saint-Pierre de Firminy in Firminy-Vert (1960–2006), following the death of 
its original architect, André Sive, from leukemia in 1958.2 Le Corbusier had already developed, 
in 1956, the plan for an enclave in the new “green” Firminy town, which included his youth and 
culture center and a stadium and swimming pool; the church and a “boîte à miracles” near the 
youth center were inserted into the plan in the ’60s. (Le Corbusier was also invited, in 1962, to 
produce another plan for three Unités d’Habitation outside Firminy-Vert.) The Saint-Pierre 
church should have been the zenith of the quartet (the largest urban concentration of works by Le 
Corbusier in Europe, and what the architect Henri Ciriani termed Le Corbusier’s “acropolis”3) 
but in the early course of the project, Le Corbusier would suffer the diocese’s serial objections to 
his vision for the church – not unlike the difficulties he experienced with Notre Dame du Haut at 
Ronchamp (1950–1954) and the resistance to his proposed monastery of Sainte-Marie de la 
Tourette (1957–1960). In 1964, the bishop of Saint-Étienne requested that Le Corbusier relocate 
the church to a new site, but Le Corbusier refused and the diocese subsequently withdrew from 
the project. (With neither the approval, funds, nor the participation of the bishop, by then the 
cardinal archbishop of Lyon, the first stone of the church was finally laid on the site in 1970.) Le 
Corbusier’s ambivalence toward the project, even prior to his quarrels with the bishop, reveals 
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the depressive state of his own life when he set foot in Firminy in June of 1954, a depression that 
would endure until his death. 
One month before his death Le Corbusier ruefully observed that “a large number of 
excellent projects were torpedoed by the bureaucrats . . . plans have not become realized” – 
utterances of an architect’s weltschmerz.4 Indeed, by 1950 Le Corbusier’s early theoretical urban 
proposals such as the Ville Contemporaine, Plan Voisin, and Ville Radieuse had been rejected, 
and his urban plans for Algiers and other cities were similarly refused. The United Nations 
replaced Le Corbusier with Wallace Harrison, who would execute Le Corbusier and Oscar 
Niemeyer’s joint conceptual scheme as chief architect for the UN Headquarters project (this after 
Le Corbusier had been a consultant on the project from 1949 to 1952).5 The three churches, 
alongside the Unités and Chandigarh, are thus the remnant works of a man whose larger project 
– on habitation, cities, and subjectivity – was, by his own account, disappointed. It is therefore 
this project to reformulate the city and the subject that hovers around the historical colloquy on 
Saint-Pierre – the future of Le Corbusier’s thought and practice. By its very historical arrest, the 
Firminy church realizes all the functional virtualities of Le Corbusier’s latent formalist 
enterprise. The epic suspense of this modernist work, eventually executed by Le Corbusier’s 
brilliant assistant José Oubrerie, affords the historian and critic alike “intuitive flashes of insight” 
into the Corbusian imagination.6
“I was in charge of finishing the project and doing the construction documents in 1968,” 
says Oubrerie,”but they were not really done before 1970, officially, because in 1968 Paris was 
in effervescence. I started the construction in 1972.”
  
7 Saint-Pierre became politically and 
financially contentious when the Association for the Construction of Saint-Pierre de Firminy-
Vert (created to collect funds after the Catholic church withdrew its support in the ’60s) had to 
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deal first, in 1972, with the bankruptcy of Enterprise Stribick, the Saint-Etienne contractor and 
structural engineer, and later, in 1979, with the refusal of New Enterprise Stribick to continue the 
construction restarted in 1978, after which work came to a permanent stop at the site, leaving 
behind an incomplete concrete “ruin” before its time. 
Owing to a succession of political and economic problems, the project lay dormant for 
almost 30 years, during which the church’s acropolis-like site was revived through its official 
historicization. First registered in the Supplementary Inventory of Historic Monuments in 1983, 
the constructed parts of the church were subsequently declared a historical monument on June 3, 
1996. On April 13, 2002, the church was recognized as an “installation of importance” to the 
agglomerated community of Saint-Etienne Metropole, to which Firminy belongs, and in July 
2003, the Ministry of Culture awarded  “20th-century Heritage” status to the church.8
By this genealogy, modern architecture is subjected to a radical dehistoricization and 
reterritorialization in the 21st century, one that allows us, like Le Corbusier in When the 
Cathedrals Were White, to “live intensely in the present moment.”
 The built 
remains from 1979 thus became a public project, which allowed for the use of state and local 
funds to complete it. The first stage was to renovate the existing work under the direction of the 
chief architect for historical monuments of the Loire region, the only architect authorized to use 
state funds. This done, the completion of the building under Oubrerie’s direction recommenced 
in 2004, and Saint-Pierre ceremonially opened in November 2006. 
9 Saint-Pierre forever alters 
our experience of modernity and our very historicity. The digital modelling of Saint-Pierre, 
produced in 1992 and ’93, came at the very moment when the digital simulation of complex 
surfaces became an intrinsic component of architectural design and praxis. This application of 
sophisticated digital computation – unavailable and unimaginable in Le Corbusier’s office 40 
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years earlier – allowed Oubrerie’s team to see the future of the architectural object as it would 
come to be formulated in the first decade of the 21st century. In this sense, future is not only the 
extension of something past, but the future of the formal object given by the agency of the 
computer itself, in which Le Corbusier’s earliest concept, the anamorphosis of an ellipse 
projected onto a rectilinear base, was precisely calculated and visualized as a complex surface of 
variable curvature. 
According to Oubrerie, “The first materialization of the Firminy project . . . came to me 
as a plan and a section, hand drawn and hand colored by Le Corbusier in accord with his own 
representational code of the moment.”10
“This precise geometric definition enabled the construction of the forms on the building 
site.”
 The final geometric elaboration of the shell is the result 
of the fusion of nine geometrically defined surfaces. The computer model was based on the 
projection of a circle over the square base of a cube, which results in four planar, slender, 
triangular surfaces extending to the four vertices of the cube’s floor and linked by portions of 
four abstract cones. The tilted walls of the final envelope are produced by the location of the 
generating top circle, vertically and axially above one side of the base, with an oblique plane that 
slices through this generated surface to create the rooftop. 
11
Saint-Pierre came from the past, but only exists in the future. It represents what Manfredo 
Tafuri deduced from Le Corbusier’s reading of Nietzsche’s Thus Spake Zarathustra in 1959 as 
the “intersection between the infinite past – that which shines at the moment when the mémoire 
involontaire is working – and the will of the future.”
 This project is therefore not merely the completion of an incomplete work, but the 
realization of a building envelope of a future epistéme that in Le Corbusier’s lifetime would 
never arrive, but which he had already glimpsed.  
12 It actualizes Le Corbusier’s profound 
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conviction that the future is a form of creativity integral to all architectural production, and 
evokes Henri Bergson’s conception of time as durée (duration) and devenir (becoming). In The 
City of Tomorrow and its Planning, Le Corbusier writes: 
  
It bores me more than I can say to describe, like some minor prophet, this future City. . . . It 
makes me imagine I have become a Futurist, a sensation I do not at all appreciate. I feel as 
though I were leaving on one side the crude realities of existence for the pleasures of automatic 
lucubrations! On the other hand, how thrilling it is, before one sets pen to paper, to work out on 
a drawing-board this world which is almost upon us, for then there are no words to ring false 
and only facts count.13
 
 
Esprit futur is not a flight from reality but, as Le Corbusier calls it, a “precise invention” and 
“fundamental conception” – it is the creative impulse of modernity itself.  
Le Corbusier was drawn to the “limitless horizon of the southern sea,”14 a Romantic 
encounter that for him may have suggested an unlimited vision – DES YEUX QUI VOIENT!15 
Indeed, Le Corbusier’s religious works find their lineage in the German Romantic movement, as 
embodied by the Schlegel brothers’ literary journal Athenaeum, begun in 1798, which famously 
advanced the aesthetic category of the fragment (as opposed to the French notion of the totalité, 
for example) and the poetic value of incompletion, of the necessary formal incompletion of the 
work, as the essential condition of the artwork. But this is not merely to draw attention to the fact 
of lateness on the part of Saint-Pierre, a lateness that was surely undesirable to the stoic Le 
Corbusier and the ever more stoic Oubrerie, who lived to suffer the project’s complete 
retardation. In the symposium on Saint-Pierre hosted by the Wexner Center at The Ohio State 
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University, Kenneth Frampton lucidly described the church as “un-photogenic,” but it was not 
intended in any pejorative sense. Rather, Frampton was pointing out the essentially fragmentary 
character of Saint-Pierre: it is most beautiful, and can only be encountered up close, fragment by 
fragment.  
Saint-Pierre produces “blocs of sensations” – to use Gilles Deleuze’s definition of 
architectural monuments – through immanent fragments collected on the planes of the building, 
and it thereby resists the totalizing operation of photography. It is in this sense that Saint-Pierre 
finds an affinity with the Jena ethos of the German Romantic poets at the end of the 18th 
century.16 The curved surface for Le Corbusier is thus precisely a (Romantic) apparatus for 
producing “sensations that take the place of language,”17
To the crucial question Would Saint-Pierre have vindicated Le Corbusier? one can hazard 
a yes. Le Corbusier got exactly the building he wanted: an objet type that was not only 
industrially fabricated, but is also the beginning of a self-actuating object that could be said to be 
supra-fabricated: a computer generated surface for the production of sensation, whose 
autonomous subjectivity lies in the precise methodology that renders the digital space of  
simulation and manufacture not only continuous, but effectively indistinguishable. The envelope 
of Saint-Pierre lies outside the standardized objects of Le Corbusier’s esprit nouveau – the 
urinal, the pipe, the airplane – even if the building has a decidedly industrial aesthetic, not unlike 
the bunker-architecture of Paul Virilio’s Architecture Principe group of the same era, albeit 
belonging to entirely different intentions and millieux.
 contrary to the dominant structuralist-
linguistic interpretations given to Le Corbusier’s late oeuvre. 
18 The “smart” envelope of Firminy 
fluctuates within the virtual space of the computer, according to exigencies of structure and 
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geometry, just as it scales the slippery contours of history and politics, responding to speeds and 
slownesses by which it asserts a power and fluidity beyond anything Le Corbusier had imagined.  
Yet there is always the danger of valorizing the notion of esprit futur by endowing 
objecthood with such a miraculous agency, as if the object, thus given to be self-producing, is 
made to lie outside of history itself in an infinite and isolated present. Le Corbusier anticipated 
this very problem: “What I have called an automatic lucubration does not lie in this difficult 
pursuit of a solution on the drawing-board. It is an act of faith in our own age.”19
Saint-Pierre should not be mistaken for the anamorphosis of primitive solids; its apparent 
simplicity is deceptive. The external surfaces form a continuous envelope of varying thickness, 
and the interior surface, also continuous, is variable in all directions. Le Corbusier attested that 
the Firminy church’s “hyperbolic hull” was a “new type” of architectural objet,
 Indeed, the 
digital age has come to produce its own mythos, and the virtual space of the computer fulfills the 
need for a meta-narrative or truth function in a well-known tale whose moral is: computational 
method is always ideological and irreducible to techné, even if we have forgotten that it is so. 
The building envelope is no less burdened by the values and ideology,”the act of faith,” of the 
present than the modernist tropes of Le Corbusier’s own day. What this building threatens is the 
esprit futur exploding the ground on which our contemporary practice is built and a continuation 
of the modern crisis of the subject, in which the monument – as an apparatus of purely 
“deterritorialized fluxes,” of atemporal forces irreducible to any single historical plateau or any 
constituted formal object – gives rise to the anathemized subject. The surface-envelope in the 
postindustrial age is not in need of an agent (person or other). It could be said this surface is the 
subject. 
20 a type that 
relates to post-17th-century, non-Euclidean surface geometries of the hyperbola and, later, the 
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ellipse, as described by the mathematician Bernhard Riemann (whose invention of the 
“manifold” generalized the theory of curves and surfaces).21 The final construction of the 
complex envelope was made possible by a new technology in self-placing concretes, designed by 
Lafarge, called Agilia Formes and Agilia Vertical, whose high fluidity facilitated the casting of 
the steep planes of the church, slopes that would have been very difficult to achieve in Le 
Corbusier’s lifetime. The roof shell was poured in-situ and its components assembled to form a 
three-dimensional piece, which was lifted and put in place with a crane. The bell tower was 
poured on the ground, while other elements were prefabricated and brought to the site. The 
ultimate realization of Saint-Pierre can be thought of as a positive feedback loop, in the sense 
that the output from Oubrerie’s creative intervention and digital simulation fed back into the 
original design. This reenactment of the future, conceived in the virtual space of the computer, 
takes place via a rapid escape from the project’s initial state, or a ligne de fuite (a virtuality, or a 
vanishing point in time), already contained in Le Corbusier’s initial formalization, the activation 
of which gives rise to the morphogenesis of the Corbusian objet.22
Oubrerie’s fascinating account of the design and construction of Saint-Pierre in 
Assemblage included images of the two original maquettes he made while running the project at 
Le Corbusier’s Rue de Sèvres studio – the string model and paper model, which express Le 
Corbusier’s conception of the building as an uninterrupted curvilinear surface. The base forms 
and paper models of the plan and multiple levels published in the Oeuvre Complète also confirm 
this original conception of a continuous surface or envelope.
 
23 Of course, Le Corbusier was 
always interested in surface, evidenced by his affiliation with Amédeé Ozenfant and the Purism 
movement, with its allegiance to synthetic cubism.  
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Le Corbusier, string model of Saint-Pierre Church, 1961. Photo: José Oubrerie. Right: Le Corbusier, paper model of 
Saint-Pierre Church. Photo © 2011 Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York / ADAGP, Paris / F.L.C. 
 
Le Corbusier’s interest in the curved surface as “precise invention” is echoed in the surface 
character of the wire-frame and paper model for Ronchamp. It is only in the execution, the actual 
construction, that the two buildings diverge. Le Corbusier concealed the mass-construction of the 
walls of Ronchamp: they were whitewashed, and as a result, experienced up close Ronchamp has 
a famously ephemeral, not massive, quality.  
The caption to a construction photograph of Ronchamp in the Oeuvre Complète reads: 
“The southern facades. Masonry will be coated with the cement gun and will be bleached, the 
reinforced concrete of the roof remaining rough.”24 Clearly the brick is not how Le Corbusier 
conceived it. Another reads: “Principal facades for the open-air masses. Masonry is made from 
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the salvaged materials of the old, destroyed vault.”25
The caption to the wire-frame model in the Oeuvre Complète gives us a clue as to intent: 
“The wire represents the directors [or directrix, in the mathematical sense] and generators of 
curved surfaces.”
 There is an inherent contradiction in this 
building: ancient and contemporary. Le Corbusier visualizes the building as a series of surfaces, 
a complex envelope, but he retains the tectonic mass as homage to the destroyed chapels that 
preceded it. 
26
Saint-Pierre is critical because it interrogates the accepted epistemology of Ronchamp 
itself, the latter having been consistently narrated as a flight from rationality or a religious and 
erotic exploration, both vis-à-vis the tectonics of mass. James Stirling, in 1956, a year after the 
inauguration of Ronchamp, scathingly remarked,”The sensational impact of the chapel on the 
visitor is significantly not sustained for any great length of time and when the emotions subside 
there is little to appeal to the intellect, and nothing to analyze or stimulate the intellect.”
 After Firminy, one could speculate that at Ronchamp, Le Corbusier was 
trying to initiate the formal operation of a continuous wall-roof despite the technological intent 
and program that betray this vision. This is not to deny the tectonic elegance of either the method 
or result, but rather to say that the structure carries the future of Le Corbusier’s conception.  
27 But 
this is a misconception. It is not that Ronchamp is superficial, but rather that its superficies have 
the decided effect of dislocating and absorbing the human subject who perambulates the 
building. The power of the modern envelope, both then and now, is precisely to annul the 
Cartesian subject-as-ego of art history and the German aesthetic tradition, or, more generally, the 
founding humanism from the Renaissance to the 19th and 20th centuries upon which these 
traditions are based. Ronchamp is irreducible to sculpture, Eros, or corporeal metaphor. It 
heralds the dissolution of the humanist subject in the abstract expanse of the modern envelope. 
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Nonetheless, there is an important difference between the two churches. The Ronchamp 
maquettes indicate that the plan directly generates the envelope by extruding the set of curved, 
perimeter ground figures upward, followed by the resultant sagging of the walls inward. In Saint-
Pierre the plan methodically traces a spiral circulation mechanism, while the envelope is 
independent of the promenade, resonating with the contemporary practice that renders the 
building envelope autonomous, as in Frank Gehry’s Guggenheim Museum in Bilbao. Yet the 
discovery of the envelope in Ronchamp through the lens of Saint-Pierre forces us to examine the 
broader scholarship on Le Corbusier’s later works, specifically the idea of a shift in the 
architect’s work – toward the “feminine,” “nature,” and any number of other significations – in 
what is arguably a myth perpetuated by Le Corbusier’s own prolific discourse: namely, his 
distinction between the “organic natural objects” from 1960, the self-same era of Saint-Pierre 
and not long after Ronchamp, and the earlier objets types, or “industrial objects,” of an abstract 
rationalism from 1930. Is not Ronchamp, rather, hyperrational – Le Corbusier’s attempt to 
become more abstract – toward the precise formulation of the architectural object as complex 
surface? In light of Saint-Pierre, Ronchamp has conceivably little to do with shells or melting 
wax, with facile signifiers; rather, the work captures Le Corbusier’s unspoken will toward the 
future of the industrial object as enveloppe singulière. Ronchamp and Saint-Pierre are thus 
intrinsic to Le Corbusier’s unbending formalist enterprise, in which there is no turn or waiver. Le 
Corbusier again reminds us just how modern we are. 
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Le Corbusier, wire and paper model of 
the Chapel of Notre Dame du Haut for 
Ronchamp (1950–54). South and east 
facades. Left: View of main entrance. 
Bottom: wire model.View of south 
facade. Photos © 2011 Artists Rights 
Society (ARS), New York / ADAGP, 
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The striking intervention of computer modelling as method in Saint-Pierre is bravely 
presented in the Assemblage article by several views of Oubrerie’s three-dimensional computer 
model, cast somewhat abstrusely and without label or annotation, alongside the carefully 
captioned archival images of the Rue de Sèvres handmade models.28
Yet the question of the status of the digital model points to the obvious methodological 
problem of a critique based on the physical models themselves, or rather, images of the models 
where the former are lost and only the images remain. The premise here, of the model having a 
value possibly even greater than the realized building, is entirely romantic, insofar as it claims to 
offer privileged insight into Le Corbusier’s own vision of the future. That Oubrerie’s working of 
the original project was rigorous and correct is uncontroversial. In fact, what is remarkable about 
Oubrerie’s realization is the uncanny parity between all of the artifacts – the digital and 
handmade models and the building itself – over an astonishing 50-year period. More interesting, 
however, is what the disparity of artifacts, such as the tectonic difference between the two types 
of models of Ronchamp, reveals about Le Corbusier’s desire; because one artifact is neither 
more nor less true than any other, it merely obstructs or permits the flows of desire of its 
subjects. To the question What did Le Corbusier want? the wire frame and paper models provide 
an answer that is both compelling and poetic.  
 On each of two separate 
pages an image of the digital model appears as a pale gray background to the text itself. The 
digital model is rendered as a nonrepresentational object – no longer the representation of a 
planned object, but the digital image of a field of real parameters in which the object coincides. It 
has no caption because it is the object. What we see is the specter of the digital as the pure origin 
or progenitor in contemporary architectural discourse, the unbearable lightness of the envelope 
unburdened by the weight of representation.  
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Le Corbusier, Saint-Pierre Church, Firminy, France, 1960-2006. Realization, José Oubrerie. Interior 
view. Photo © Hélène Binet. 
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Saint-Pierre immediately evokes Antoni Gaudí’s La Sagrada Família; both churches 
contribute to an already familiar genre of heritage work executed through digital computation 
and fabrication techniques by teams of technician-architects. At Sagrada Família, CNC milling 
machines fabricate precise stone forms that once had to be carved by hand. This new formal 
genus, precisely through the introduction of computer modelling and fabrication, converts the 
contemporary monument into a building envelope or set of complex surfaces. If the monument 
once paraded via the tectonics of mass, it appears now as a surface or complex envelope.29
The goal here is not to render Saint-Pierre or Le Corbusier as historical precedents for the 
envelope as continuous surface. The envelope has no master, Le Corbusier or anyone. What the 
Firminy church carries from esprit futur and the intervention of computer modelling is the 
shibboleth of the contemporary envelope and its attendant values, from which we are perhaps not 
yet – nor do we desire to be – freed. Saint-Pierre reminds us that in the contemporary moment, 
the lost “authority of the object” is reinstated, having become auratic all over again,
  
30
 
 a reversal 
that Walter Benjamin predicted in the last sentiments of his essay,”The Work of Art in the Age 
of Mechanical Reproduction”: the reterritorialization of the auratic object on the flattened 
contours of the contemporary surface. Saint-Pierre exists virtually and literally as the surplus of 
the electronic object. In its sinuous surface, the building envelope evinces the essential condition 
of our own modernity – at the end of subjectivity – just as it problematizes the subject production 
of the curved surface of modern architecture as yet to be grasped. 
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